In 1819, in Manchester in the north of England, 12 people died and approximately 630 were injured when cavalry were used to disperse an orderly political demonstration. Injuries sustained in the crush exceeded wounds directly from the soldiers' swords. The pattern of injuries is described and some aspects of official, medical and popular reaction to the incident are discussed.
INTRODUCTION
In 1990, the British Association for Accident and Emergency Medicine met in Manchester. A major incident resulting in large numbers of casualties took place less than a mile from the conference hotel, over 170 years before the meeting, on 16 August 1819.
Industrial Manchester was already growing fast by that date. The first steam locomotive had been constructed, however, the railway between Liverpool and Manchester was not to be opened for another 11 years. Manchester was one of the first cities outside London to have an Infirmary; it was established in 1752. 1 The Infirmary's Board of Management recorded discussion of the events following the disaster. 2 There was no detail of the injuries, not even a simple record of numbers of casualties treated. The Board's concern was to refute allegations of prior knowledge of the disaster and of refusal to treat the injured. These allegations were published in various newspapers in the weeks following 16 August.
For example, the Manchester Observer stated:
Every patient in the Infirmary was literally turned out, which could possibly be done, preparatory to the horrible butchery which took place on 16th instant, in order to prepare for the wounded which might be brought there for surgical aid. The fact is almost conclusive that something was previously arranged, of which the fruits were seen on that bloody day. (Manchester Observer, 28 August 1819)
It seems a bit unfair. We might think it only prudent to try and empty a few additional beds before an event quite likely to lead to civil disorder. It would not necessarily indicate a plot with the repressive government.
Some accusations were more specific:
A poor man -cut down on 16 August -in pressure of the crowd, occasioned by the charge of the cavalry, had his shoulder dislocated, his elbow crushed and his head severely cut.
At the Infirmary.. .when it came to be his turn to be examined, was thus addressed by one of the surgeons: 'You won't go to another meeting for reform, I warrant.' 'Yes, I shall,' was the reply, 'if I can recover. The last meeting has shown me more strongly than ever the necessity for reform. ' The consequence was that he was turned out of the infirmary and in that wretched state forced to make his way home.. seven miles as best he could.
(The Times, 14 September 1819)
Another paper, The Manchester Courier, reported that both his shoulders were dislocated, one arm was broken and that he had cuts to head and forehead. The Infirmary Board denied the charge indignantly.
The meeting was to be addressed by a renowned popular speaker, Henry Hunt, sometimes known as 'Orator' Hunt. His name on the posters ensured a large turn-out. business-men and small landowners, they were a force intended for use in defending the political status quo. Neither horses nor men had experience of action off the parade ground. People came to the meeting from towns and villages around Manchester as well as from the city itself. Some contingents were led by bands and banners. As far as we can tell they were unarmed and certainly they brought women and children with them to hear the famous speaker. 4 The magistrates gathered while the Field was still empty and nervously watched from the first floor of a house in Mount Street. Apparently what alarmed them was the orderliness and quiet patience with which the crowd waited in the sun for the meeting to start.
Estimates of the size of the crowd range from 30000 to 150000, the lower figure is the more probable.5 When the carriage arrived carrying Henry Hunt and his party the magistrates could bear it no longer and issued warrants for the arrest of the speakers. The special constables were by now engulfed in the huge crowd so notes were sent to the two main cavalry formations requesting assistance.
It seems that word reached the detached force of inexperienced Yeomanry cavalry first. They raced to St Peter's Field with drawn sabres. They had killed one civilian, an infant knocked from her mother's arms, before they reached the assembly. 6 Once the horsemen were in the crowd it is no wonder there was a panic, adding to the injuries from the sabres and the horses hooves. When the Hussars arrived, moments later, there was no room for the skilful manoeuvering which had saved the day in 1817. They went into action to rescue the men on horseback, the predominance of head wounds is no surprise. Perhaps it is not surprising either, that more were hurt from the crush and panic than from the direct effects of the swords. The constables caused relatively few injuries. On foot and in the crowd they were not at an advantage and at least two were amongst the dead.
The smaller number of females injured than men probably does not reflect particular discrimination or chivalry on the part of the soldiers but rather the fact that there were fewer women in the crowd than men.
We can be quite precise about the deaths, as inquests of a sort were held in cases of violent death. The proceedings did not always have the impartiality that would be expected now.
The total number of deaths quoted varies, depending on which should be included. The author's list does not include a man who died on the evening of 16 August, elsewhere in Manchester, as infantry units attempted to suppress continuing protests. It does include those who died actually in St Peter's Field and also those who died later as a result of injuries sustained there. 
